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This need has been long-identified and some countries 
are starting to put in place impactful measures. The 
most urgent action however is in adult learning. The 
traditional division of roles between employers and 
governments is no longer adequate, and we need to 
make significant public funding available. We should 
consider a joint spending norm of up to 0,5% of GDP  

on adult learning. Once we do that, it makes sense  
to also ensure we take a number of flanking actions  
to further support re- and upskilling such as enabling 
peer-to-peer learning, investing in new models and 
partnerships for education and training, promoting 
work-based learning, and looking into innovative  
financing for re- and upskilling. 

Executive summary

The global skills shortage requires action on many fronts, including talent mobility 
and activation of people outside of the labour market. It also requires more invest-
ment in labour market relevant skills during initial education.
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Most advanced economies face an overall talent short-
age, which hampers their competitiveness. In our view, 
this problem is twofold:

1.	� Quantitative: not enough people are available  
on the labour market

•	� Largely due to the effects of demography, with 
an ageing society leading to talent stepping away 
from work and smaller numbers of youth entering 
the labour market;

• 	� There is a geographic mismatch between skills 
demand and supply;

2.	 Qualitative: there is a skills mismatch

•	� There is a mismatch between the world of (child-
hood/initial) education & the world of work with 
education lagging behind recent developments in 
skills needs;

•	� New skill needs arise and old skills become ob-
solete due to the green and digital transition, not 
enough people are participating in adult learning. 

The quantitative challenge may (in part) be solved by 
talent mobility. Already today we are proud that the 
Adecco Group plays an important role in solving this 
from two sides. We help companies move their eco-
nomic activity to where the people are, or vice versa: 
we help move talent to where the jobs are. For more 
information on our approach, see our dedicated paper 
on Talent Mobility [link]. 

Countries that face a shortage of workers would also 
benefit from investing heavily in activation of groups 
that so far have been out of the labour market – typi-
cally targeted and recognized in Active Labour Market 
Policies (ALMPs). Here we should think of improving the 
female labour force participation, but also more specif-
ic groups including NEETs (young people not in employ-
ment, education or training), older workers, refugees, 
people with a disability, former military personnel / 
veterans and military spouses, or people with a history 
in the justice system. Inclusion and building continuous 
employability is the path to ensure everyone benefits: 
companies, workers, and society as a whole. 

Even when we could solve the qualitative demograph-
ics challenge via talent mobility and activation, people 
will need the skills to succeed. For this, we need to 
ensure demand-driven education and training. This is 
the focus for the rest of this paper. 

Introduction: What is the challenge?
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Some part of the solution lies with initial education. 
In our Business Leaders Survey, 48% of respondents 
across 9 countries agreed that skills gaps are best 
closed by matching skills taught in education (e.g., 
school, university) with those required by employers.  
In our view, work-based learning and vocational  
education should be promoted and embedded in 
higher education pathways.  
The Swiss apprenticeship system is a well-known glob-
al “gold standard”, but there are many other pockets 
of excellence, where schools (particularly in second-
ary and postsecondary education) work together with 
champions in specific sectors to ensure knowledge 
and skills are relevant and up to date. 

One of the success factors for workers experiencing 
labour market transitions is a learning mindset, ensuring 
they will be able to adapt to newly arising environments 
and technologies. It is important that schools invest in 
creating such a learning mindset among their students 
already from an early age. 

Most importantly however, adult education and life-
long learning are crucial to ensure workers remain 
employable and can withstand the effects - even reap 
the benefits of - the Digital and Green transition. 60% 
of business leaders in the same survey agree that rap-
idly developing demand for new skills is the main cause 
of skills gaps. This calls for adult learning, including for 
STEM skills, digital and AI skills. 

There is wide consensus about the urgency of the skills 
shortage. The EU, for example, set an admirable goal: 
60% of adults should participate in training every year 
by 2030. Unfortunately, this goal still seems far away 
(2024: 39% according to the EU Skills Agenda). Other 
regions are not faring much better: across the OECD, 
43,7% of medium to high-skilled adults participate in 

training, and only 23,1% of low-skilled adults (source: 
OECD). This difference also illustrates that the people 
who are most in need of re- and upskilling are least 
likely to receive it. The same phenomenon appears 
when looking at lower paid workers at risk of displace-
ment, older workers, or unemployed. Somehow, the 
apparent political will is not translated into solutions.

In The Reinvention Imperative LHH surveyed outplace-
ment candidates, showing that only 10.4% of displaced 
workers were provided any AI training through their 
employer, yet as they got into job search 72.5% of can-

didates took steps to learn AI in 2024. Clearly, candi-
dates felt there was a gap between what their employ-
er had provided them with and what they needed to be 
employable. 

Initial education and adult learning as solutions to the skills challenge

Today’s approach isn’t working 
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https://www.adeccogroup.com/our-group/media/press-releases/leading-through-the-great-disruption-2024
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/skills-and-qualifications/european-skills-agenda_en
source: https://www.oecd.org/en/topics/adult-learning.html
https://info.lhh.com/us/en/the-reinvention-imperative


Fundamentally, skills and labour market policies operate on the basis of outdated 
assumptions, and they do not take into account changing demographics and rapid 
green and digital transformation.

Historically, it was expected that employers would 
ensure training for their employees, and government 
would support those out of work. A number of factors 
have upset that balance, however. 

•	� Companies are no longer training for incremental 
developments, but for massive transformations which 
might exceed what employers can cover alone. 

•	� An increasing number of workers are not bound to 
one single employer, but work on temporary con-
tracts, agency contracts, or as freelancer. This 
means they are out of reach of the traditional, em-
ployer-driven trainings. 

•	� Public Employment Services traditionally focused on 
unemployed people. In today’s tight labour market, 
they are struggling to expand their reach to active 
workers who may need support. 

For governments, this means rethinking social protec-
tion and financing for re- and upskilling. For companies, 
it means rethinking their existing HR practices. In the 
long term, we know that it is less expensive for compa-
nies to upskill/reskill an existing employee than the full 
process of hiring and onboarding of new employees 
when taking into account lost productivity and sever-
ance costs. Skills investment should be an attractive 
financial concept for businesses. 

Involvement of employers is crucial to ensure rele-
vance of the training provided. We see however that 
public investment in training is significantly lagging 
behind. While public expenditure on initial education is 
around 4,3% of GDP (OECD average, primary to tertiary 

education), public expenditure on training as part of 
labour market programmes sits around 0,10% of GDP, 
and is trending downward (OECD average & full data 
table). Meanwhile, private spending on education sits at 
0,82% of GDP (OECD average).  

Primary to Tertiary 
education

4.3 %

0.10 %

0.82 %

Public spending 
on training as part 
of labour market 

programmes

Private spending  
on education

Employers and governments have a joint responsibility for labour market training

Total spend on education, re- and upskilling as % of GDP
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https://www.oecd.org/en/data/indicators/public-spending-on-education.html
https://data-viewer.oecd.org/?chartId=06b93b37-d94a-4fed-b374-eb9091c60b53
https://data-viewer.oecd.org/?chartId=06b93b37-d94a-4fed-b374-eb9091c60b53
https://data-viewer.oecd.org/?chartId=06b93b37-d94a-4fed-b374-eb9091c60b53
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/indicators/private-spending-on-education.html?oecdcontrol-6d88dc639b-var6=PRY_TRY


The key driver of more adult learning is to ensure more 
funds are available for labour market re- and upskilling. 

In full acknowledgement of that starting point, we 
should of course also apply the right strategies so that 
we can reap the best results from those investments. 
There are some accompanying actions that policy  

makers can take to get better training outcomes and 
thus ensure that the intended outcome is achieved, 
namely the employability of the worker.

Countries around the world all have unique ways of 
promoting re- and upskilling for workers. We do not 
believe there is a one-size-fits-all method for funding 
lifelong learning. A few countries have chosen a sys-
tem of Individual Learning Accounts, others work with 
vouchers, tax credits, or yet other ways. What any 

good system should have in common though is that 
employers should be involved to ensure training re-
sponds to a specific labour market need. Furthermore, 
policy makers should ensure training provisions also 
reach people in diverse forms of work.

We believe that today’s skills mismatch is a crisis that should prompt countries to set 
a Training Norm of 0,5% of GDP by 2035.

We need a mindset shift

Recommendations for further flanking actions 
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As indicated, we make the case that better skills outcomes rely first and foremost  
on more government investment. 

	 	� New models and partnerships  
in education and training

We welcome attempts to promote the 
use of micro-credentials to support more 
bite-size and fit-for-purpose training.
We believe more can be done, for example by sim-
plifying accreditation processes for providers of new 
education programmes such as coding bootcamps.

		  Peer-to-peer learning

There are many pockets of excellence 
across the world when it comes to train-
ing provision, but they are not being re-
peated. For example: 
•	� The Swiss, German, Austrian or Dutch VET system 

– each different in its approach yet with valuable 
outcomes. Key among the success factors is that an 
entire ecosystem of companies joins forces. 

•	� The collaboration between Public and Private Em-
ployment Services in Belgium, the Netherlands or in 
regions of Italy. 

•	� The obligation to dedicate a percentage of the wage 
sum into an education fund as in France, Italy and 
Spain. 

•	� Skills Future Singapore, the government programme 
to invest in lifelong learning.

Countries would do well to learn from best practice ex-
amples as collected for example by the OECD. In an EU 
context, countries should consider stronger alignment 
with a bigger role for the European Commission. 
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•	� Apprenticeships have long been a priority topic for 
many countries. That work-readiness instrument 
was notably identified as a priority by the European 
Commission, setting up a European-wide Alliance for 
Apprenticeships in 2013, which the Adecco Group 
joined from its inception, to radiate across all Mem-
ber States. The Adecco Group fully supports invest-
ments in quality apprenticeships. At global level, the 
Global Apprenticeship Network was established in 
2013 as well, as an outcome of the G20 process, 
with the Adecco Group joining the Network within 6 
months and holding the Chair for many years. The ILO 
adopted a Quality Apprenticeship Recommendation, 

a process which the Group has supported through-
out). Unfortunately, too many countries are still 
reluctant to organise education more often through 
an apprenticeship model. More action is needed. 

•	� We continue to encourage countries to embrace 
work-based learning throughout the education jour-
ney. Crucially, this should not only apply to education 
leading to blue collar jobs. All education would ben-
efit from a stronger link with real workplaces. Mean-
while, companies themselves should also consider 
where they could enable more learning opportunities 
in their workplaces.

•	� Access to available financing often is unnecessarily 
complex. 

•	� In Europe, the EU and its Member States should in-
crease and radically reform existing programmes like 
the European Social Fund.

•	� We believe that Individual Learning Accounts (ILA’s) 
can be an important way to support financing of adult 
learning, particularly for workers who are not in a 
position to receive training from their employer. It is 
also important to support individuals regardless of 
their employment status. ILA’s need to be designed 
carefully to ensure they only support training that is 
relevant for their job or their career, and to ensure 
they are funded adequately and appropriately. It is 
disappointing to see that despite a European ap-
proach (the 2022 council recommendation),  
EU Member States have not yet fully embraced  
this tool (either). 

•	� For an employer, skills training is often considered a 
cost rather than a business investment. This makes 
it less attractive for employers fund training pro-
gramming. For this reason, the Adecco Group has 
since 2019 been suggesting to rethink workforce 
investment, arguing that accounting standards may 
need to be updated. This may be particularly help-
ful for SMEs. As accounting standards are global, it 
requires a significant policy reform which can only 
be achieved when countries around the world get 
together and accept an aligned approach to this. 

		  Promoting work-based learning 

		  Innovative financing for re- and upskilling 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32022H0627(03)


When companies go through restructuring or enter 
staff into short-time working schemes, for example due 
to the effects of the digital and green transition, re- and 
upskilling need to play a most prominent role. This is 
first and foremost a responsibility of social partners. 
They should be encouraged to include (financing for) 
career guidance and skilling as basic support measures 
for all workers in social plans, or even earlier, in regular 
Collective Labour Agreements. 

•	� When deciding on whether to validate or declare 
generally binding the outcome of any collective 
bargaining, labour ministers should take this element 
into account more strongly. 

The time required for effective training (which is not 
spent in the workplace or covering care duties at 
home) is another challenge, both for the worker and 
their employer. Even when both sides see the benefits 
of training, it may not always be easy to practically or-
ganize training without impacting workers’ care duties, 
or companies’ ability to serve their clients.  
There should be much more attention to those chal-
lenges, especially for SMEs, and especially in sectors 
and for roles where there is a heightened risk of 
job displacement. 

A final hindrance to the uptake of training is that work-
ers may not always see the need or may not have the 
motivation to engage in training, or may not even know 
what training to follow. 

•	� We know from experience that providing career 
guidance can make a tangible difference here in the ori-
entation, uptake of training, and career outcomes. Data 
from LHH (The Career Guidance Imperative) shows that 
92% of career transition candidates agree that career 
coaching had practically guided their job transition, 
and 86% of them made better use of the skilling pro-
grammes by receiving career guidance prior to partici-
pating. Similarly, 58% of candidates in an outplacement 
indicate they are pivoting careers. (link)

•	� Policy makers should ensure that workers, but par-
ticularly people at risk of job displacement should 
have better access to Career Guidance services. 
This is an area where public employment services 
and private employment services can and should 
collaborate closely. 

•	� When proper support is offered to people, policy 
makers should not refrain from introducing stronger 
incentives for jobseekers to use this support. In some 
cases, training could be made a condition for receiv-
ing social protection and income support.
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		  Removing other obstacles to adult learning

https://www.lhh.com/us/en/insights/the-career-guidance-imperative/
https://info.lhh.com/us/en/the-reinvention-imperative


At the Adecco Group, we have a wide range of skilling 
solutions across the talent spectrum. In 2024, we up-/ 

reskilled more than 883,000 individuals – not including 
the training our internal colleagues receive

The Adecco Group is walking the talk

Some examples of our training solutions include the following: 

Overview of the Adecco Group Skilling Solutions

C-Level &  
Upper Management

Specialist &  
Experienced  
Professional

Early Career  
Professional

Blue Collar

Example profiles:

Forklift Driver

Logistics Worker

Technician

Example profiles:

Financial Controller

Marketing Manager

Product Manager

Example profiles:

Software Engineer

Data Scientist

Quality Engineer

Academy

At Adecco Training, we developed a Forklift Academy, 
including Virtual Reality training. This training is now 
available in multiple countries including Belgium,  
Switzerland and Germany.
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At Akkodis Academy, we designed and delivered a 
tailored skilling program for a world leading automotive 
supplier. The goal is to re-skill 500 mechanical engi-
neers into the skillsets needed following the client’s 
new strategic direction of being an e-mobility- and 
software-driven company. Akkodis Academy Germany 
is able to deploy skilling programs with substantial fi-
nancial support from the German Labor Agency for the 
client’s labor and program costs.  

After completing the learning path, the participants en-
tered an internship period with a project from their new 
organizational unit. They received access to a technical 
mentor as well as learning reflection exercises on an 
individual and group level. The goal of this period is to 
iteratively reintegrate the newly formed experts into the 
operational work environment. At the same time, this 
ensured that they were ready for their new chapter in 
their professional life.

Academy
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At General Assembly, we partnered with national gov-
ernments across the world to set up bespoke GA Tech 
Academies that provide opportunities to grow native 

talent, encourage business investment, and upskill 
local learners in for the digital economy.

General Assembly Tech Academies

Project: 
Tech Academy

Results: 
1,000+ Montenegrin 
students to be trained  
in 2025 and 2026

Project: 
Tamkeen Academy

Target: 
Reskilling of 5,000  

Bahraini nationals for  
placement across  

multiple tech-roles

Results: 
Project ongoing

Project: 
Misk Foundation - Misk Academy

Results: 
2,100+ Saudis upskilled in Digital Skills 
with +91% positive impact

Project: 
Singapore SkillsFuture

Results: 
Thousands of Singaporeans trained using subsidy from Infocomm 

Media Development Agency and other government entities

Montenegro Bahrain

Saudi Arabia Singapore
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For further information or insights,  
do not hesitate to contact  

the Group Public Affairs team.  
group.publicaffairs@adeccogroup.com

September 2025


